96% of American Meteorological Society Members Think Climate Is Changing
by Marshall Shepherd
March 24, 2016 – You may have seen them.  Media reports a few years ago claimed that a survey of the American Meteorological Society (AMS) refutes the consensus position regarding climate change.  When I saw how that survey and the results were being twisted and distorted, I realized that people read things with an eye for what they want to believe, so-called confirmation bias.  AMS Executive Director Dr. Keith Seitter even wrote on the AMS website, clarifying the results and condemning rampant distortion that was being spread.  With such a mis-characterized response, the AMS felt that a new survey was needed.  The preliminary results of that new report were released this week.
Dr. Seitter provides some context for why the new survey was conducted.  “This survey is noteworthy in having posed questions on climate change in very clear and precise ways, that allow straightforward and direct interpretation of the results without ambiguity….
“This is an important point.  Let me build on it.  First, it is important to describe the American Meteorological Society (AMS), because it often gets mis-characterized.  Many think that it is an organization of television meteorologists.  The name of the Society, and the fact that millions of people see their television meteorologist with the AMS Certification, drive this mischaracterization.  In fact, less than 10% of AMS membership (nearly 14,000) are TV meteorologists.  AMS is a professional and scientific society comprised of atmospheric scientists, meteorologists, climatologists, hydrologists, oceanographers, broadcasters, educators, policy officials and more.  Bottom line: AMS is a science organization and one that I was elected President of in 2013, so I have a pretty good handle on the organization.  The AMS has issued various statements on climate change, climate change education, and freedom of scientific expression. It “gets it” on climate change, which is why I found the distortion of the previous survey results baffling.
“Some have argued that, with respect to climate change, scientists have been overly conservative on conveying information and potential impacts.  Scientists are an inherently careful group.  For a survey, scientists may understand what the implications of a question, but still answer it at face value.  This is what happened with the previous survey.  For example, the authors noted that many respondents would have answered questions differently had they been framed differently.  In their response, the authors said,
“’Some of our survey respondents told us that had we asked about the warming in the past 50 years – rather than the warming in the past 150 years – more respondents would have answered affirmatively (i.e., indicating that human-caused climate change is occurring).  Their point was that the science more clearly indicates human causation of climate change over past 50 years than over the past 150 years.’
“The new survey conducted for the AMS by Dr. Ed Maibach (George Mason University) and colleagues clarified several questions.  Preliminary results are now available.  About 4,000 members responded (a significant number for typical survey responses and is considered representative).  Key results from the report summary:
“Nearly all AMS members (96%) think climate change - as defined by AMS - is happening, with almost 89% stating that they are either “extremely” or “very sure” it is happening.  Only 1% think climate change is not happening.
“A large majority of AMS members indicated that human activity is causing at least a portion of the changes in the climate over the past 50 years (see summary for details)….  Conversely, 5% think the climate is caused largely or entirely by natural events, 6% say they don’t know….
“Nearly 1 in 5 AMS members say their opinion of climate change has changed in the past 5 years.  Of those, the large majority (87%) say the feel more convinced climate change is happening.  (The report suggests that new science literature, personal observations, or climate scientist expertise has changed their views.)
“There are numerous other results detailing views on what can be done, local impacts, and other issues.  Respondent demographics: 32% (BS), 30% (MS), 33% (PhD) in meteorology/atmospheric sciences.  81% male, 18% female (Note: this likely indicates gender disparities in science.)  Respondents ranged in age from 18 to 70+ but the modal age category was 50 to 59
“This survey was funded by the National Science Foundation and hopefully provides clarification on a topic that I saw grossly twisted and contorted over the past 3 years.  Study lead author Ed Maibach deserves the last word here.
“‘AMS members’ views about our ability to avert further changes in our climate over the next 50 years are sobering.  While nearly all meteorologists feel that some amount of climate change can be prevented, only 18% think a large amount or almost all can be averted.  This view highlights the importance of taking prudent adaptive actions as soon as possible.’”
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